tion of the Baron and Baroness in any way. In short, in her
position, nothing could be more disadvantageous than a
scandal. You are connected with their party and your conduct
might cause a scandal, especially as she appears in public every
day either arm-in-arm with the General or in company with
Miss Polina. Now do you understand?"
"No, I don't!" I cried, thumping the table so violently that
the gargon ran up in alarm.
"Tell me, Mr. Astley," I said furiously. "If you knew all
this story and, therefore, know positively what Mile. Blanche
de Cominges is, why didn't you warn me at least, the General,
or, most of all, most of all, Miss Polina, who has shown herself
here at the Casino in public, arm-in-arm with Mile. Blanche?
Can such a thing be allowed?"
"I had no reason to warn you, for you could have done
nothing," Mr. Astley answered calmly. "Besides, warn them
of what? The General knows about Mile. Blanche perhaps
more than I do, yet he still goes about with her and Miss Polina.
The General is an unlucky man. I saw Mile. Blanche yester-
day, galloping on a splendid horse with M. de Grieux and that
little Russian Prince, and the General was galloping after them
on a chestnut. He told me in the morning that his legs ached,
but he sat his horse well. And it struck me at that moment
that he was an utterly ruined man. Besides, all this is no
business of mine, and I have only lately had the honour of
making Miss Polina's acquaintance. However" (Mr. Astley
caught himself up'), "I've told you already that I do not recog-
nise your right to ask certain questions, though I have a
genuine liking for you ..."
"Enough," I said, getting up. "It is clear as daylight to me
now that Miss Polina knows all about Mile. Blanche, but that
she cannot part from her Frenchman, and so she brings herself
to going about with Mile. Blanche. Believe me, no other in-
fluence would compel her to go about with Mile. Blanche and to
beg me in her letter not to interfere with the Baron! Damn
it all, there's no understanding it!"
"You forget, in the first place, that this Mile, de Cominges is
the General's fiancee, and in the second place that Miss Polina
is the General's stepdaughter, that she has a little brother and
sister, the General's own children, who are utterly neglected by
that insane man and have, I believe, been robbed by him."
"Yes, yes, that is so! To leave the children would mean
abandoning them altogether; to remain means protecting their